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INTRODUCTION

During the 1160s an adventurous rabbi named Benjamin of
Tudela set out from Zaragoza in the upper Ebro Valley on an
ambitious journey that would eventually take him to the eastern
rim of the Mediterranean and beyond to distant Khurasan.1 After
several days sailing down the broad, slow-moving Ebro and
skirting the beaches and rugged hills of the Catalan coast on the
first leg of his trip, he arrived at Barcelona. When he described the
city many years later in his travel log, Benjamin, by then a
seasoned traveler thoroughly conversant with the nuanced idioms
of Mediterranean urban life, recalled it as a small but dynamic
port, attracting merchants from Genoa, Pisa, Sicily, Alexandria,
Greece, and the Levant. Although neither as self-assured or
domineering as the bustling Italian communes nor as cosmopolitan as the exotic Greek and Islamic cities he had visited, Barcelona
nevertheless seemed to him full of energy and promise. Benjamin
of Tudela's terse description captured a medieval city undergoing
rapid transformation.
During the twelfth century the maritime powers of the Latin
Mediterranean were vying to dominate the sea lanes that Christian
galleys had secured from Islamic attacks.2 As the lines of commercial, naval, and diplomatic communication grew denser among
cities on or in contact with the coasts of Italy, Occitania, and
Catalonia, patterns of cooperation and competition emerged that
would leave their imprint on the rest of the Middle Ages and
beyond. In comparison to its principal Italian and Occitanian
1

2

Benjamin of Tudela, The travels of Benjamin of Tudela, in Early travels in Palestine, ed. and
trans. T. Wright (London, 1848), 64.
On the technological and economic reasons for the reassertion of Christian naval power,
see John H. Pryor, Geography, technology and war: studies in the maritime history of the
Mediterranean 649-1571 (Cambridge, 1988), 108-11; Archibald R. Lewis, Naval power and
trade in the Mediterranean A.D. 500-1100 (Princeton, 1951), 225-49; Robert S. Lopez,
"The trade of medieval Europe: the South," in The Cambridge economic history of Europe
(2nd ed., Cambridge, 1941-87), 11, 344-50.
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competitors, Barcelona was a late bloomer. Until the mid-twelfth
century the city had grown in synchronization with its small
hinterland and had firmly established itself as the hub of regional
life, but it had not yet projected itself as a major commercial and
naval force on the Mediterranean. In Benjamin of Tudela's eyes
Barcelona still appeared as a passive point of exchange, not a
generator of commerce. By 1300, however, the Catalan capital
had forced its way into the leading ranks of Southern European
towns. Its merchants competed with the Genoese for economic
domination of the Western Mediterranean, its municipal council
supervised Catalan trading outposts stretching from Seville to
Alexandria, and its financiers held lucrative administrative positions in the extensive dynastic confederation known as the Crown
of Aragon. During the two centuries covered by this study, not
only had Barcelona itself grown into the largest city in eastern
Iberia, but it had come to form an integral part of a vast,
interconnected, and highly competitive Mediterranean world.
It would be deceptive, however, to see in overseas trade the
only impulse that stimulated the urban economy and set social
change in motion. The vitality of Mediterranean towns has long
been judged by the face they presented to the outside world rather
than by their internal evolution. Ever since the pioneering synthetic works of Adolf Schaube and Wilhelm von Heyd, trade in the
medieval Mediterranean has been thought of as an integrated and
relatively self-contained system, in which commercial privileges,
treaties, tariffs, and private business contracts traced out the stature
and defined the position of the major cities.3 The stimulus to
Mediterranean studies provided by Fernand Braudel, S. D.
Goitein, and Eliyahu Ashtor has deepened and expanded the view
that the region formed an interdependent whole, enclosed by the
dictates of climate and geography and linked by reliable, cheap
shipping and economic interdependence.4 The larger the city, the
greater the need to keep abreast of its competitors. Braudel's
sixteenth-century Mediterranean in particular is a tightly bound,
3

4

Adolf Schaube, Handelsgeschichte der romanischen Volker (Munich and Berlin, 1906);
Wilhelm von Heyd, Histoire du commerce du Levant au moyen-age, trans. F. Raynaud, 2
vols. (Leipzig, 1885-86).
Fernand Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean world in the age of Philip II,
trans. S. Reynolds, 2 vols. (2nd ed., New York, 1973); S. D. Goitein, A Mediterranean
society: the Jewish communities of the Arab world as portrayed in the documents of the Cairo
Geniza, 5 vols. (Berkeley and Los Angeles, 1969-88); Eliyahu Ashtor, Levant trade in the
later Middle Ages (Princeton, 1983).
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even a claustrophobic world. Bolts of brightly colored cloth, bags
of aromatic spices, exotic drugs, bushels of grain, fine brocades,
and delicate silks circulated through the great ports in ceaseless
motion, at times slowing to form eddies and at others moving
rapidly along a swift current together with merchants, sailors, sailmakers, riggers, carpenters, armorers, and other craftsmen and
adventurers whose livelihood depended on the sea. In undulating
cycles of rise and decline, one town's difficulties worked to
another's advantage. As individual cities became enmeshed in the
dense web of exchange and the commercial culture that underlay
it, they assumed a common profile: their character was therefore
largely imposed by the cosmopolitan world in which they were
forced to compete. One inevitably approaches Braudel's Mediterranean towns as a traveler.
Although it is impossible to deny that a sailor or merchant in
the late medieval Mediterranean would have felt quite at home as
he gazed upon the outlines of ships anchored offshore, strolled
along the docks, or peeked into the warehouses in one of his ports
of call, less familiar scenes, more idiomatically framed by regional
traditions, awaited as he made his way to the seats of urban power,
the local marketplace, the houses of the well-to-do, or neighborhood churches, mosques, and synagogues. The picture of a
unified Mediterranean world depends in large part on the function
of towns as highly charged relay points, concentrating, transforming, and redirecting the human and material resources grudgingly
provided by a stingy environment. Yet they also faced inland,
where they drew upon the products of their hinterlands and
established their place in a complex matrix of local power relations. Owing to the very limitations imposed by climate and
geography, the fragmentation of the coastline, the dispersion of
the strips of vineyards and olive groves, and the frequent separation of coastal plains from large towns, all parts of an historical
landscape painted in such brilliant colors by Braudel, towns
proved particularly sensitive to the ability of municipal leaders or
their lords to organize these dispersed resources through compulsion as well as through commercial exchange for the benefit of the
urban community. This is above all true before maritime trade
became the lifeblood of urban economies. In the twelfth and
thirteenth century the sea itself seemed larger, less secure, and
more fragmented than in subsequent periods, for the great ports
on its Latin shore were just beginning to stake out and defend their

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511584794.002

Barcelona and its rulers
spheres of influence. In order to understand how they projected
naval power and sustained commercial networks, it is first of all
necessary to examine the underlying social transformations and
the forms of urban leadership upon which the commercial
economy rested. During the period considered here, the individual pieces of a broad Mediterranean community were only
beginning to be locked into place.
The purpose of the present study is to look inside the city of
which Benjamin of Tudela has provided only a passing glimpse. It
will analyze the economic forces that transformed Barcelona from
an isolated provincial center into a major commercial emporium,
identify the emergence of the patriciate that commanded and
profited from urban expansion, and explore how patrician families consolidated their influence and reproduced their power.
While the intricacies of local authority and the control of the
urban economy will provide the principal focus of the following
chapters, the character of the city and the nature of its patriciate
can, as Benjamin of Tudela realized, only be understood when set
against a broad Mediterranean background.
Barcelona provides a splendid vantage point from which to
reconsider the resurgence and early structuring of urban societies
in Southern Europe. Because the city emerged rather late as a
commercial and maritime power, its rich local documentation
permits a detailed examination of the first blossoming of longdistance trade and the internal adaptations required to sustain it.
The most dynamic cities of northern Italy had already developed
viable commercial structures by the time archival material begins
to swell in the twelfth century; in most cases the precociousness of
cities south of the Alps makes it possible to study in detail only the
results, not the process, of early urban expansion. Catalonia's
isolation held back the first surge of growth in Barcelona, but this
in a sense allowed the documentation to catch up with the city's
development. Yet an investigation of the rise of medieval Barcelona and the consolidation of its leading families into a patriciate
has more to offer than a distinctive chronology and an unusually
rich archival basis: it presents a vivid contrast to the urban history
of medieval Italy.
The towns of the medieval Mediterranean have usually been
viewed through the stylishly tinted lenses of Italian glasses. By
their antiquity, number, and fierce independence, the cityrepublics of northern Italy have certainly merited the attention
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lavished on them by generations of historians, but the problems
raised by their study have rather presumptuously been equated
with those of Mediterranean towns generally. In order to contrast
urban life in Northern and Southern Europe, it has become an
historiographical commonplace to fix the early Italian cityrepublics and the towns of the Low Countries as two poles of
development, forming an axis around which European urbanism
revolved.5 While no one will dispute the remarkable density of
urban networks in these two areas, it is far from clear whether
they possessed enough common characteristics or sufficient
weight to justify this geographical dualism in European town
development. Recently Susan Reynolds has questioned Italian
urban exceptionalism by insisting upon common, deeply
embedded forms of European communal organization, while Paul
M. Hohenberg and Lynn H. Lees, arguing from the perspective of
widespread urban networks, insist that the revival of towns after
iooo represented a complete reworking of previous patterns,
sweeping up and reordering the remnants of earlier urban societies
into a distinctive, cohesive new system.6 Barcelona offers an
opportunity to explore the nature of a Mediterranean town from
an original perspective, for many of the characteristic themes of
Italian urban history simply do not apply, or need considerable
retooling to be useful. First, in contrast to northern Italy, public
authority did not shatter into tiny pieces which fell into the hands
of individual towns and seigniories but remained focused on an
assertive, expansionist dynasty. Second, the internal restructuring
of urban society in Barcelona had little to do with the territorial
expansion of the city, which would never control a contado.
Finally, aristocratic clans played only a marginal role in the
Catalan capital; as a result, the city's political life was not dominated by the factional struggles that overwhelmed many Italian
towns. The relative stability of Barcelona's municipal regime and
its pivotal role in the expansive confederation of the Crown of
5

6

The approach was most thoroughly articulated in the stimulating comparative study by
Jean Lestocquoy, Aux origines de la bourgeoisie: les villes de Flandres et d'ltalie sous le
gouuernement des patrkiens, XF—XV* siecles (Paris, 1952). Cf. Edith Ennen, "Les Differents
types de formation des villes europeennes," Le Moyen age, 62 (1956), 397—412; Robert
Fossier, Enfance de VEurope (Paris, 1982), 11, 980-86; Jacques Le Goff, "L'Apogee de la
France urbaine medievale, 1150-1330," in Histoire de la France urbaine, ed. G. Duby (Paris,
1980-85), 11, 276-79.
Susan Reynolds, Kingdoms and communities in Western Europe, goo—1300 (Oxford, 1984),
197-98, 204-6; Paul M. Hohenberg and Lynn H. Lees, The making of urban Europe
(Cambridge, MA, 1985), 59-62.

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511584794.002

Barcelona and its rulers
Aragon present the problem of Mediterranean urban development in a distinctive and little-explored setting.
Urban historiography has in general shied away from dealing
with the ongoing relations between early towns and the feudal
and territorial powers that surrounded them.7 Because traditional
approaches to medieval towns have placed them outside the bonds
that held feudal society together, both royal and feudal influences
on developing urban communities are usually treated only in
terms of an external force legitimizing local municipal institutions
or confirming urban autonomy. But officeholding, credit, and
military involvement also created many opportunities for urban
lords to influence the internal organization of the urban community as well as its external relationships. The more thoroughly
medieval towns are integrated into the power structures of the
medieval world, the greater the importance accorded their lords in
determining their character. This is particularly true of early
Catalan towns. Without reference to the resilient territorial
authority of the counts of Barcelona and, after the dynasty acquired
a crown by marriage into the Aragonese royal house, the daring
expansionism of the count-kings, the history of medieval Barcelona would be incomprehensible. Rather than plot the formation of a city-state, the following chapters will therefore
explore the expansion of a regional capital within the dynastic
confederation known as the Crown of Aragon.
In order to grasp the distinctive contours presented by urban
society in medieval Catalonia and understand why the conjunction of dynastic, commercial, and family interests do not fit the
traditional model of Mediterranean towns, one must first turn to
the historiographical assumptions upon which that model rests.
THE TYPOLOGY OF THE MEDITERRANEAN CITY

In the heated nineteenth-century debates about the origin of
European towns, historical interest first focused on Germany,
France, and the Low Countries. Although national pride certainly
influenced the choice, so too did the ideological cast of liberalism.
7

For some recent exceptions, see R . H. Hilton, English and French towns in feudal society: a
comparative study (Cambridge, 1992), 87-104; Christian Guillere, "Ville et feodalite
dans la Catalogne au bas moyen-age," in LaformaciS i expansid delfeudalisme catalh. Actes
del colloqui organitzat pel Collegi Universitari de Girona (&-11 de gener de 198$) [Estudi
General. Revista del Collegi Universitari de Girona, 5—6] (Girona, 1986), 447—66.
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In order to find a reassuring historical pedigree for the triumphant
bourgeoisie of industrial Europe, scholars turned their attention to
the formation of the medieval communes in search of ancestors.
Because of their association with commerce, craft production, and
representative municipal councils, medieval towns seemed the
harbingers of capitalism, rationality, and representative democracy; in short, they embodied the forces of progress in the face of
agricultural backwardness, clerical obscurantism, and feudal
oppression. Towns thus presented an anomaly in feudal Europe.
By setting up urban communities as an antithesis to feudalism, it
seemed evident that modern industrial societies emerged in those
areas where burghers had completely freed themselves of seigniorial control in order to pursue an economic and political agenda of
their own; the fullest embodiment of medieval urbanism therefore
lay in the North, the future engine of Western industrial development. Mediterranean towns seemed the poor relations of the
novel, forward-looking Northern communes. Voicing the predilections of the German, French, and Belgian pioneers of early
urban history, Henri Pirenne declared that the medieval town
attained its "most classic form" in Flanders, for there neither
nobles nor clerics impeded the free development of urban communities, which owed their existence to commerce alone.8 In a
similar vein, Max Weber asserted that the Western city developed
its "purest form" north of the Alps, for there burghers completely
severed the "magical taboos" of clannish exclusivity and formed
new communities based on individual, contractual responsibilities
rather than on family bonds: the new pattern of civic association
presented a sharp turn on the road leading to the Protestant ethic.9
What disturbed both these influential scholars of European
urban societies when they looked over the Alps was the high
profile of aristocratic families and knights in the early Italian
city-states. Urban communities in the South seemed to emerge
almost too effortlessly in a landscape littered with the physical
ruins and distant memories of a Roman civic past; without the
pressure of hostile, overbearing feudal lords, burghers did not
have to organize themselves quite so tightly, assert their claims so
forcefully, or see themselves so far removed intellectually and
8

9

Henri Pirenne, Early democracies in the Low Countries, trans. J.V. Saunders (New York,
1963), 68.
Max Weber, The city, trans. D. Martindale and G. Neuwirth (New York, 1958), 91,
98-99.
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politically from the seigniorial world surrounding them as did
their counterparts in the North. If merchants and an egalitarian
legal community lay at the heart of the Western town, then the
presence of a privileged aristocratic element in urban society
indicated a stunted social evolution in the South: from this perspective an urban nobility undermined the very nature of the
medieval town. In spite of the grandeur and sophistication of
Italian civic life, the traditions of medieval urban historiography
have burdened the study of Mediterranean towns with a psychology of imputed underdevelopment.10
Since the Second World War this perspective has slowly
changed not so much through direct comparative studies among
towns in different regions as through a reevaluation of the ties
between town and country. In Northern Europe the bonds forged
by immigration, credit, and investment between burghers and
villagers in the urban hinterland have attracted considerable attention over the past generation. As a result, towns of the North no
longer appear to have served primarily as commercial relay
stations dominated by long-distance merchants; urban communities possessed deep, firm roots in their hinterlands.11 In Italy, on
the other hand, aristocratic elements now do not seem embarrassingly out of place in an urban setting. Because the increased
productivity of the countryside lay behind the reanimation of
urban life in the Po and Arno Valleys during the tenth and
eleventh centuries, nobles resident in the ancient civitates but still
possessing strong ties to the countryside helped concentrate agricultural surpluses for the burgeoning urban marketplace. The
tables have thus been completely turned. Rather than retarding
or, at best, disdainfully ignoring trade, nobles are now credited
with transforming agricultural profits into commercial capital
and, through ship construction in the great ports, directing their
aggressiveness to piracy and its twin, overseas trade.12 The closer
10

11

12

For a similar perspective in ethnology, M. Herzfeld, Anthropology through the looking
glass: critical ethnography in the margins of Europe (Cambridge, 1987), 64-76.
Fundamental among the works reorienting urban historiography toward the connections of the city to its hinterland is Jean Schneider, La Ville de Metz aux XI IF et XIV
siecles (Nancy, 1950). Cf. Andre Chedeville, Chartres et ses campagnes, XF au XIIF siecles
(Paris, 1977), 393-504; R. Fierier, La cite de Besancon de laJindu XIF au milieu du XIV
siecle, 3 vols. (Lille, 1978); David Nicholas, Town and countryside: social, economic, and
political tensions in fourteenth-century Flanders (Bruges, 1971); Leopolde Genicot, "Villes et
campagnes dans les Pays-Bas medievaux," Acta mediaevalia, 7-8 (1986-87), 163-92.
The reorientation of Italian urban studies toward the countryside was initiated by Cinzio
Violante, La societa milanese nelVeta precomunale (Ban, 1953). For recent appraisals of the
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medieval towns are brought to their countrysides, the narrower
the historiographical gap that separates Northern and Southern
Europe.
This rapprochement, however, has come at the expense of
denying medieval urban communities much of the institutional
originality and social cohesiveness that earlier generations of
scholars had so admired in them. Philip Abrams has trenchantly
pointed out the methodological weakness of treating the town as
an abstract, generic social entity in itself; urban communities
assume their character and functions depending upon their place in
larger systems of economic and political organization rather than
from a transhistorical, reified "townness."13 This general criticism
has left a deep mark on medieval scholarship. In economic terms,
the reanimation of urban life after the year iooo now seems more
the product than the cause of Europe's broad advance in productive capacity, which was still overwhelmingly agricultural in
nature. Long-distance trade, once considered the lifeblood of the
urban revival, has now taken a back seat to the emergence of a
market-oriented agriculture and local craft production.14 In conjunction with a reevaluation of the economic functions of early
towns, doubts have been raised about the distinctiveness of their
communal cohesiveness and social structure. In a recent refurbishing of von Below's Landgemeinde theory, which found in
medieval urban communes a projection of an older village solidarity, Reynolds argues that the character of medieval communes
differed little from other forms of medieval lay collectivities.15 By
means of such criticism towns have therefore been stripped of the
economic and social impact of urban nobles in Italy, Georges Duby, The early growth of
the European economy, trans. H.B. Clarke (London, 1974), 260-63; Giovanni Tabacco,
Egemonie sociali e strutture del potere nel medioevo italiano (Turin, 1974), 226-36; Philip
Jones, "Economia e societa nell'Italia medievale: il mito della borghesia," Economia e
societa nell'Italia medievale (Turin, 1980), 51—61; M. Tangheroni, "Famiglie nobili e ceto
dirigente a Pisa nel XIII secolo," in / ceti dirigenti dell'eta comunale nei secoli XII e XIII
(Pisa, 1982), 11, 323—46; Gerhard Rosch, Der venezianische Adel bis zur Schliefiung des
Grofien Rats (Sigmaringen, 1989), 69-80.
13
Philip Abrams, "Towns and economic growth: some theories and problems," in Towns
in societies: essays in economic history and historical sociology, eds. P. Abrams and E.W.
Wrigley (Cambridge, 1978), 9~3314
Charles Verlinden, "Marchands ou tisserands? A propos des origines urbaines," AESC,
27 (1972), 396-406; Adriaan Verhulst, "The 'agricultural revolution' of the Middle Ages
reconsidered," in Law custom, and the socialfabric in medieval Europe: essays in honor ofBryce
Lyon, eds. B.S. Bachrach and D. Nicholas (Kalamazoo, 1990), 23—24.
15
Reynolds, Kingdoms and communities, 155—218. Cf. M. von Below, Der Ursprung der
deutschen Stadtverfassung (Dusseldorf, 1892).
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revolutionary merit badges of political equality, democratic
representation, and lay communal solidarity that had once distinguished them within "feudal" Europe. Their "bourgeois" character has even been put in doubt.16 In contrast to a model of social
stratification that emphasizes horizontal classes marked off by
levels of wealth, economic occupation, and shared, self-conscious
political interests, vertical solidarities based on family, neighborhood, and religious corporations that encompass individuals of
varied economic levels have for a generation received the greatest
attention, especially in northern Italy.17 The corporate solidarity
which to Max Weber appeared to provide the essence of the
Occidental city has been gradually evaporating; medieval towns
have virtually taken on the appearance of uncomfortable, volatile
agglomerations of villages.
In an act of "ethnic revenge," the shift of scholarly interest
away from the North to Mediterranean societies has created new
models that have challenged traditional assumptions about the
Middle Ages worked out in England, Germany, and northern
France.18 Fundamental to the reevaluation of medieval urban life
has been the stress on aristocratic clans in the formation of Italian
cities. In a direct assault on the relevance of modern social categories to the study of precapitalist societies, Jacques Heers has
denied the usefulness of class analysis for medieval urban communities and has tossed the medieval "merchant class" on the scrap
heap of historiographical anachronisms.19 Not associations of
long-distance traders, he argues, but aristocratic clans provided the
framework for Italian urban societies and politics. Strongly
agnatic in character, cohesive groups of rural nobles entrenched
themselves in urban soil as the cities began to revive in the tenth
16
17

18

19

Jones, "Economia e societa," 6—11.
The same can be said for Renaissance cities, whose distance from their medieval
predecessors is rapidly diminishing; for an historiographical overview of work on two
of the most thoroughly studied Italian towns, see Gene Brucker, "Tales of two cities:
Florence and Venice in the Renaissance," American historical review, 83 (1983), 599—616.
Thomas N. Bisson, "Some characteristics of Mediterranean territorial power in the
twelfth century," Proceedings of the American Philosophical Society, 123 (1975), 143
[repr. in Medieval France and her Pyrenean neighbours: studies in early institutional history
(London and Ronceverte, WV, 1989), 257].
Jacques Heers, Le Clan familial au moyen Age: etude sur les structures politiques et sociales des
milieux urbains (Paris, 1974) [Family clans in the Middle Ages: a study of political and social
structure in urban areas, trans. B. Herbert (Amsterdam, London, and New York, 1977)]
and Les Partis et la vie politique dans VOccident medieval (Paris, 1981) [Parties and political
life in the medieval West, trans. D. Nicholas (Amsterdam, London, and New York,
1977)].
IO

Cambridge Books Online © Cambridge University Press, 2009
https://doi.org/10.1017/CBO9780511584794.002

Introduction
and eleventh century, promoted family cooperation in economic
and military affairs, and built defensive strongholds at the very
center of ancient, partially deserted towns. Although not unique
to Italy, defensive towers dominated the civic skyline south of the
Alps: Florence possessed 135 towers in 1180, Pisa 60, and more
than 100 are recorded in Bologna and Verona.20 Some still serve as
monuments to the enduring strength of aristocratic kinship in
emerging civic societies. The factionalism for which Italian towns
are famous therefore had its roots in feuds among competing
noble families rather than in conflicts among commercial and craft
groups with articulate economic and political interests. Based on
his familiarity with the Italian urban scene, Heers has attempted to
generalize his findings to towns throughout medieval Europe.
Urban aristocracies, once thought a Mediterranean deviation
from the "true" development of Western cities, have now been
offered as a key to unlock the underlying family structures that
provided the framework for all medieval towns. Especially in
Southern Europe, urban life now seems dominated by tall towers,
long knives, and short tempers.
Outside Italy, however, little work has been done on family
structure to confirm or modify these conclusions. Particularly
problematic for the present study is the assumed continuity
between rural and urban family organization, in itself a critical
element in the revaluation of the relationships between town and
country. In order to make medieval towns more at home in a
predominantly agricultural society, a long proto- or preurban
phase, sometimes plunged into the murky past of pre-Roman
settlements, is posited to smooth the way for their integration into
a regional context.21 Recent historiography has done its best to
rub away the once dazzling novelty of European towns.
Often lost, however, in the attempt to break down the dialectic
between feudal and bourgeois categories are the structural adjustments required of families and factions within the nascent towns
to come to terms with their new social environment. The most
challenging criticism to the continuist model comes from a sociologist, Yves Barel.22 Drawing upon theories of social reproduction
20
21

22

See the summary in Fossier, Enfance, 11, 93.
Anne Lombard-Jordan, " D u probleme de la continuite: y-a-t-il une protohistoire
urbaineen France?" AESC, 25 (1970), 1121-42.
Yves Barel, La Ville mediivale: systeme social, systeme urbain (Grenoble, 1977), esp.
69-119.
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taken from contemporary urban studies, Barel avoids the pitfalls of both traditional urban historiography, which views
towns as out of place in medieval Europe, and a recent, continuist approach, which denies them a clear identity. Autoreproduction provides the key to autonomy. Barel argues that
towns did not emerge in opposition to a seigniorial, agrarian
regime, but as its by-products. As defensive, administrative, and
ecclesiastical centers and places of aristocratic consumption,
early towns served the dominant system of authority and social
organization grounded in the countryside, here presented in
terms of a "feudal system." Even though the urban population
began to increase and its economic activities diversified, the
internal organization of the community depended ultimately on
external forces beyond its control; the basic structures of urban
life were therefore reproduced over time by the feudal system
rather than by the power of the burghers themselves. A distinct
urban system could only emerge when a patriciate coalesced as
its leading element and identified its interests with those of the
town as a whole in order to promote its commercial potential.
The basic structure of urban society matured and began to
reproduce itself over generations, rather than being recreated as
an unstable product of a feudal regime. Although Barel tends to
look upon fully developed urban societies in terms of systemic
abstractions, this approach nevertheless has considerable advantages in understanding the processes by which medieval towns
took shape. The "birth" of European towns has painted medievalists into a conceptual corner, for they have been forced to
offer abstract, ahistorical, and ultimately unsatisfactory definitions of what a town is in order to fill out its birth certificate
properly. The transition from "reproduction" to "autoreproduction" of an urban society provides for a much more
subtle transformation since it does not present town and
country as inherently opposed worlds yet at the same time
allows for the creation of a civic self-consciousness and for considerable variety in the forms of urban life. The following
chapters will argue that Barcelona did not consolidate its social
structure and assume its distinctive place in the medieval
Mediterranean during the first phase of urban growth but only
later, when a patriciate emerged to lead the town in new
directions and to give the city the basic character it would
retain throughout the anciett regime.
12
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THE HISTORIOGRAPHY OF MEDIEVAL BARCELONA

Even though the towns of the Crown of Aragon have not received
the same degree of scholarly attention as the Italian city—republics,
Barcelona has certainly not lacked its historians. Because of its centrality to Catalan identity, few medieval cities have received such
partisan and impassioned treatments of their pasts as Barcelona.
While the erudite sixteenth- and seventeenth-century works on
Catalan history by Zurita, Pujades, and Bosch showed a passing
interest in the city, the groundwork for the modern study of Barcelona was laid in 1779—92 with the publication of Memorias historicas sobre la marina, comercio y artes de la antigua ciudad de Barcelona

by Antonio de Capmany y de Monpalau.23 Capmany turned to
the medieval past of his native city in order to stimulate interest in
Spanish commercial and industrial development. His explorations
of Barcelona's royal and municipal archives produced a magnificent collection of commercial documents, principally from the
fourteenth and fifteenth century, accompanied by an insightful
discussion of the expansion of the city's medieval trade; carefully
reedited and annotated, Capmany's work remains the vade
mecum for explorers into the city's past and has oriented subsequent research toward commerce.
Unfortunately, the early impetus to medieval urban studies provided by Capmany did not carry over into the nineteenth century.
Little of note appeared either in terms of specialized monographs
or the publication of local sources until around the turn of the
twentieth century. The nineteenth-century revival of Catalan
literature and culture, the Renaixenga, eventually spilled over into
other fields as well, but the early history of the Catalan capital was
approached obliquely. The philologist Jose Balari Jovany probed
the early charters of Catalonia for evidence of naming patterns,
family ties, and local customs, which bore indirectly on urban
life.24 With the publication of Les monedes catalanes by the numismatist Joaquim Botet y Siso, a solid basis was laid for an investigation into the medieval economy,25 but the exploration into the
23
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A n t o n i o de C a p m a n y y de Monpalau, Memorias historicas sobre la marina, comercio y artes
de la antigua ciudad de Barcelona, 2nd ed., revised and introduced b y E. Giralt i R a v e n t o s
and C . Batlle i Gallart, 3 vols. (Barcelona, 1961-63).
Jose Balari Jovany, Origenes historicos de Cataluna, 2 vols. (2nd ed., San C u g a t del Valles,
1964) [original edition 1899].
Joaquim Botet y Siso, Les monedes catalanes: estudi y descripcio de les monedes carolingies,
comtals, senyorials, reyals y locals propries de Catalunya, 3 vols. (Barcelona, 1908—11).
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formation of the city itself began in earnest with Francesc Carreras
Candi, a geographer. Of the six volumes comprising the Geograjia
general de Catalunya, a compendium of Catalan civilization
published under his direction, his study, appearing in 1916, was
devoted to Barcelona and its hinterland.26 Still the most synthetic
treatment of the city in the premodern period, it was cast in the
mold of urbanismo, an evocation of the city's past through its
building history. His approach led to a proliferation of studies on
urban monuments and antiquities, but, with little connection to
the more general historiographical debates beyond the Pyrenees,
this framework for investigation had only a provincial appeal.
Only in the mid-twentieth century did two scholars, Jose Maria
Font Rius and Jaume Vicens Vives, break away from a restrictive
local perspective to reorient the study of Catalonian towns toward
larger themes. With the publication of his doctoral dissertation,
Ortgenes del regimen municipal de Cataluita, in 1940, Font Rius, a

legal historian, amply filled a glaring gap in local historiography:
the emergence of Catalonian municipal constitutions.27 Grounded
in a solid understanding of the debates about urban origins that
shaped German and French historiography in the nineteenth and
early twentieth century, his investigations rapidly made up for the
methodological insufficiencies of earlier scholarship on Barcelona.
As Font Rius was establishing the foundations of municipal
institutional history, Jaume Vicens Vives turned the attention of
an entire generation of Spanish historians toward economic and
social questions in the late Middle Ages. In an early work, he
examined the relations between Barcelona and Ferdinand the
Catholic in order to determine the impact of the Catalan Civil
War (1462-65) on the city;28 increasingly drawn into the orbit of
the French annalistes, he put forward a series of bold and controversial hypotheses that inspired historians to look carefully at
the economic and social difficulties facing the city in the fifteenth
century in an effort to explain and determine the chronology of
Catalan decline. With the works of Claude Carrere, Mario del
Treppo, and Carme Batlle i Gallart, the city's commercial contraction and political instability have emerged in a new light,
26
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Francesc Carreras Candi, Geograjia general de Catalunya. La ciutat de Barcelona (Barcelona,
nd [1916]).
Jose Maria Font Rius, Origenes del rigimen municipal de Cataluna (Madrid, 1940) [repr. in
Estudis sobre els drets i institutions locals en la Catalunya medieval (Barcelona, 1985),
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making the fifteenth century the most thoroughly investigated
period in the city's medieval past.29 In addition to the problem of
Catalan decline in the late Middle Ages, a theme haunting local
historiography during the waning decades of Franco's Spain, the
nature of the city's early growth has recently attracted considerable attention. In his meticulous investigations culminating in a
magisterial these d'Etat, Pierre Bonnassie touched upon early urban
growth in a sweeping study of Catalonia from the mid-tenth
through the eleventh century and devoted an earlier article to the
subject.30 In several short studies Jose Enrique Ruiz Domenec also
examined the city's eleventh-century economic growth and
arrived at conclusions similar to those of Bonnassie.31 Stressing an
increase in agricultural production, the planting of market crops,
and a dynamic local land market, both scholars look for the seeds
of urban growth in the countryside and present an urban
economy that by noo had already undergone the basic transformation that would produce its subsequent commercial blossoming.
Thus, early growth in the eleventh century and the time of
troubles in the fifteenth have provided the two major themes
dominating the historiography of medieval Barcelona. Because
the city emerged so late on the Mediterranean stage and suffered
decline and stagnation on the eve of Spain's golden age, some
suspect that the city and its patriciate failed to fulfil their potential:
Andre Sayous and, more recently, Geo Pistarino have emphasized
Barcelona's "historical retardation"; Ruiz Domenec has expressed
doubts that it achieved a coherent "urban system"; and in evaluating the city's late medieval economy Robert S. Lopez asserted that
the "Catalan coast was like the gilt fafade of a building of mud and
29

Claude Carrere, Barcelone: centre iconomique a Vipoque des difficultis 1380-1462, 2 vols.
(Paris, 1967); Mario del Treppo, / mercanti catalani e Vespansione delta Corona d'Aragon nel
secolo XV (Naples, 1972) [Els mercoders Catalans i Vexpansid de la Corona catalano-aragonesa

al segle XV\ trans. J. Riera Sans (Barcelona, 1976)]; Carme Batlle i Gallart, La crisis social
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y econdmica de Barcelona a mediados del siglo XV, 2 vols. (Barcelona, 1973).
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d'une sociiti, 2 vols. (Toulouse, 1975—76); "Une famille de la campagne barcelonnaise et
ses activites economiques aux alentours de Tan mil," AM, 75 (15)64), 261—307 ["A family
of the Barcelona countryside and its economic activities around the year 1000," in Early
medieval society, ed. and trans. S. Thrupp (New York, 1967), 103—25].
The most important of which are Jose E. Ruiz Domenec, "El origen del capital
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52 (1977), 265-86.
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straw."32 Because these judgments largely rest on comparison
with the Italian city—republics, they tend to dismiss the distinctive
relationship between Barcelona and the Crown of Aragon as an
aberrant deviation from urban independence and patrician selfconfidence.
Only scattered work has been done on Barcelona's social and
economic structure from the twelfth to the fourteenth century in
order to test the proposition that the patriciate suffered a collective
failure of will.33 Social history in particular is in need of further
exploration. As recently as 1977 Robert I. Burns pointed out that
the extensive royal registers of the Crown of Aragon remained an
untapped resource for the study of small-group dynamics, collective biographies, and naming patterns.34 Some patches in the
forest have been cleared since then, but little has been done to chart
the overall evolution of the city and analyze its social and family
structure during these formative centuries. The present work will
attempt to fill part of the gap. It begins during the reign of Count
Ramon Berenguer III (1096—1131), under whom Catalonia began
to emerge from its provincial isolation, and ends with that of King
Alfons II (1285-91), who consolidated the gains brought by the
incorporation of Sicily into the Crown of Aragon and secured its
defense against Angevin opposition. During the two centuries that
separate these two sovereigns a patriciate emerged to structure and
direct the course of Barcelona's history.
THE

SOURCES

"In a large chest I have found two bolts of linen cloth, one helmet,
one silk tunic, one green vest of silk, one dagger, one silk jacket,
32
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one leather belt, six ledgers, and six bags of charters."35 This
extract from the postmortem inventory of Burget de Banyeres, a
wealthy cloth merchant, in 1256 vividly conveys the type of
sources upon which this study rests and their state of organization.
To recreate the formation of Barcelona's patriciate, one must in
essence rummage through family chests, tossing aside the cluttered
debris of the past in order to retrieve the sacks haphazardly stuffed
with parchments. The chests, of course, have long since disappeared, but the precious bundles of documents they contained
(somewhat pretentiously referred to as family archives today)
have often found their way piecemeal or by the sack-full into local
Barcelona archives. The charters present a rather disorderly
assembly of information, expressed in curt, abbreviated Latin
penned onto sheep skins of various dimensions and shapes. The
ledgers (capudbrevia) contained accounts of business transactions;
by the mid-thirteenth century they were certainly written on
paper and intended for private use. Unfortunately, they have not
survived, but the stiff pieces of parchment remain in impressive
numbers. Through pious donations or land sales, an individual
transferred not only the possession of property but all documents
ensuring title, such as previous sales or donations, wills, dowries,
pledges, records of dispute, or even business contracts; they
survive in large part because they provided authentication in a
world long accustomed to the manipulation of written acts and
duly respectful of scribal formulas. Barcelona's archives contain
one of the most extensive parchment collections relating to early
urban development in Europe.
In contrast, private notarial registers begin to appear only at the
end of the thirteenth century. The first fragments from the
register of a Barcelona notary date from 1292, and the collection,
still only partially explored by scholars, does not attain substantial
proportions until the fourteenth century. More concentrated,
systematic, and diverse than the random survival of individual
parchments, notarial registers have proved the staple source of
medieval urban history. Besides Genoa's six notarial registers,
however, none survive in Mediterranean towns before 1200. The
unusual richness of Barcelona's parchment collections therefore
partially compensates for a documentary gap unbridgeable in
35
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many towns; when brought together, the extant charters provide
a rare glimpse into the early formation of an urban society.
Beginning in a steady stream from 985, the date the city was put to
the torch by an Islamic army and its early documentation destroyed, the source material swells to a raging torrent by the late
thirteenth century, overwhelming even the most intrepid
researcher. Although the large number of surviving parchments
can not completely compensate for the loss of thirteenth-century
registers, by their antiquity, continuity, and diversity one has the
unusual opportunity of probing into the distant urban past.
For the period covered by the present study, the Arxiu Capitular de la Catedral de Barcelona and the Arxiu de la Corona
d'Arago offer the most abundant materials. The massive fourvolume cartulary known as the Libri antiquitatum provides the solid
core of the cathedral's collection: it alone has preserved copies of
over 2,700 documents, all but a few dating from 985 to 1220.36
The medieval canons, however, took care to preserve a far larger
number of parchments related to their properties and rights. The
massive documentation of the cathedral and its poor organization
discouraged early researchers from exploiting it effectively; the
heroic work of reorganization undertaken by Angel Fabrega i
Grau and Josep Baucells i Reig, still proceeding today, together
with the completion of a new building, opened in 1969, to house
the materials, has made many treasures of the Mediterranean past
accessible for the first time.37 The archives of Barcelona's cathedral
still hold many secrets. To this point research has focused on the
cartulary and the rich Diversorum series, both made easier to
manipulate through the notes of Josep Mas, the archivist during
the early twentieth century. As its name implies, the Diversorum
series contains a potpourri of parchments, particularly the largest
and most interesting division, section C; the canons who originally organized the material must have considered it a waiting-tobe-filed tray, for it contains many charters with little direct
connection to the properties held by the church. Although marginal to the canons, modern investigators have found its records
extremely valuable since it contains documentation relating to
36
37
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trade, credit, and administration. Other series more central to the
interests of the medieval church, however, have received little
attention. The uncatalogued subseries entitled Morabetins of the
Pia Almoina, for instance, has been largely ignored even though
the thousands of parchments it encompasses refer to the canons'
urban property; in essence it is the continuation of the cathedral
cartulary for the city. Other substantial and underutilized collections are housed in local religious houses, especially the Arxiu
Diocesa de Barcelona, Sant Pere de les Puelles, Santa Maria del Pi,
and Santa Maria del Mar, whose collection was badly damaged
during the Spanish Civil War.
In addition to local ecclesiastical archives, the Arxiu de la
Corona d'Arago provides considerable additional material and
presents Barcelona from the perspective of the early counts of
Barcelona, later the count-kings of Aragon. The counts had long
housed many of their records in the Palau Comtal, adjacent to the
present location of the archives in the viceregnal palace. The
chancery series contains early records of administration, castleholding, finance, and diplomacy touching all parts of Catalonia and
Aragon and, as the dynasty expanded, the realms of Aragon,
Valencia, Majorca, Sicily, and Sardinia. Although charters relevant to the history of Barcelona represent only a fraction of the
records, when sifted and carefully collected they nevertheless
make up a considerable cache for urban history. For any study of
the Crown of Aragon after 1257, the impressive series of royal
registers begun that year, the earliest of its kind in Europe,
provides a wealth of detail not always available in parchments.38
Virtually all evidence, for instance, of urban violence derives from
investigations and fines recorded in the registers, which show the
wheels of royal justice turning. Although some of the more
important pieces dealing with Barcelona from the royal registers
have been known and a handful published, no systematic investigation has yet been undertaken to evaluate what the thousands of
entries directed toward the magistrates, officials, and citizens of
Barcelona reveal about royal influence in the city.
An abundance of private charters and administrative documents
38
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exist to trace the activities of well-to-do Barcelonans, but there is a
dearth of narrative sources revealing how they perceived their
world. While many towns beyond the Pyrenees can boast of
extensive medieval urban chronicles, Barcelona possesses none
exclusively devoted to its civic past. Through the twelfth century
narrative records in Catalonia, and southern Frankland generally,
remained closely tied to stiff, dry forms of institutional and
dynastic commemoration; strong respect for legal tradition and
wide-spread familiarity with the use of prosaic written records
may well have worked against the creation of celebratory civic
chronicles.39 Chivalric, heroic, and courtly themes from the chansons de gestes and the planys of the troubadours transformed
Catalan historical writing in the thirteenth century. With its four
grans croniques by King Jaume the Conqueror, Desclot, Muntaner,
and King Pere the Ceremonious, each a masterpiece of vernacular
historical narrative, medieval Catalonia hardly lacks for rich
chronicles, but their authors boast of military adventures and
display aristocratic tastes.40 The world of shipbuilders, entrepreneurs, and merchants hardly receives even passing notice; the
leading figures of the Catalan towns appear only in relation to the
place they fill in a society of orders presided over by the
monarchy. Barcelona provides a backdrop for splendid royal
courts in the great Catalan chronicles, not a stage for presenting
the struggles of patrician houses. Civic pride was largely absorbed
by dynastic history.
Complementing the rather brief view of towns presented from
the aristocratic perspective of the chronicles, the charter evidence
provides an abundance of information about the day-to-day
activities of townspeople. Individually dry, stiffly formulaic, and
39
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coldly impersonal, when examined in large quantities early urban
charters nevertheless can be forced to reveal their intricate and
often abstract patterns, the shifting relationships among individuals and groups, and the movement of economic trends that,
taken together, chart the evolution of prominent families and the
entire urban community. Although scholars have delved into
portions of the available sources before, there has to date been little
attempt to treat the available documentation for the twelfth and
thirteenth century as a whole. Except for the investigations of
Philip Banks into urban topography, most studies on the city's
history during its early period of growth have relied upon one
archival collection, or even a single series within an archive.41
Because data lie scattered in dispersed collections, only by carefully gathering all available bits of information, many left by
medieval scribes in the documents they drafted for purposes quite
different from those which interest us today, and by relating them
to one another does a broader perspective emerge. While the
following chapters will devote considerable attention to urban
notables and the emergence, organization, and cohesiveness of
patrician houses, the goal of the study is not the history of
individual families but an analysis of family structure within the
context of a young, expansive urban environment.
Owing to the remarkable richness of Barcelona's archives and
the consistency of its scribal traditions, the overall movement of
social and economic forces can best be captured through a serial
analysis. The use of quantitative methods in a prestatistical age
poses delicate problems of interpretation, but David Herlihy,
Robert Fossier, Pierre Toubert, and Pierre Bonnassie have
marked off a path through what once seemed an inhospitable,
barren landscape of charter collections.42 While most serial analysis has concentrated on regional agricultural societies from the
eleventh to the thirteenth century, the rich source material avail41
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able for Barcelona offers a rare opportunity to apply these techniques to an early urban environment. Only by understanding the
long-term trends of the economy, institutional development, and
evolving structure of family organization do the individual
choices made by patrician houses reveal their full meaning.
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